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On the 29th of January, 1926, one of the most unusual works of German
drama premiéred at the Berlin Prussian State Theatro: Arnolt Bronnen's
Ostpolzug (“Journcy to the East Pole"), The play was directed by the
expressionist interpreter of the classics, Leopold Jessner, and cnacted by
his leading actor, Fritz Kortner. There was but one actor, for Ostpolzug
is & nine-scene, two-hour monodrama,l With Ostpolzug, Bronnen sought to
counter not only his own anxicty, but also the unplcasant rcalitics of German
disillusionment and pessimism that were the aftermath of World War I, 1In
an age forceably ruptured from its past and suffering for it, Bronnen sought
to provide a calming and rostoring synthesis.

This study i§ justified by the belief that the individual Jrama in
performance is a key to an understanding of both theatre history at a
particular time, and more importantly, the spiritual temper of an historical
period. The dramatist, living within the intecllectual and cmotional streams
of his era, registers his own yearnings, fcelings and subjective cvaluations
of the period in the text, On the stage, the written drama, the lesser
entity, achieves a greater reality through the embellishments offerad by
director, acter and designer. The result is theatre, a human form that
records the rational and irrational pressurcs and tensions of a people more
clearly that can be formulated by the objectivization of events; that is, by
more conventional historical approaches. We are offered an image of an age
in terms of human values, not in terms of institutions, The premicre of
Ostpolzug, in particular, is revealing of both theatrical and cultural
history, for on the one hand, it exemplifies the artistic techniques of

some of the leading thcatrc practitioners of the Weimar Republic, and on




the other, the drama and production offered the German people the alternatives
they had to face in their age of transition, Those alternatives, the images
of the age and of Weimar theatre, are what we shall try to discover and recreate.
" Bronnen remains known today primarily for his shifting political
allegiences than for his artistic endeavors, Born in Vienna in 1895, Bronnen
emerged in Berlin as an anarchistic enfant terrible, In the late 1920's, he
embraced an abberation of the political right: National Bolshevism, which,
to Bronnen, tried to realize a feasible union of passionate German nationalism
and a vigorous Marxism.2 bDuring the Third Reich, Bronnen worked in various
offices of’the‘propaganda ministry, but because of the question of a possible
Jewish heritage, which he vehemently denied, he wés soon stripped of his
official positions. Me became an inner emigre’a,3 held suspect by the Gestapo,
and, eventually, a member of the Austrian underground. Following the war, he
emerged a hard-line Marxist, engaged in Party activity in Austria, Upon the
heels of innuendo and accusation regarding his questionable political allegience
between 1933 and 1945, although cleared of any charges of complicity by Allied

4 Bronnen resettled in East Berlin. He died there ih 1959,

investigation,
Bronnent's sixty-four years had been a iifc of paradox: the crvitic Hané
Weigel has mused that if one had to choose a motto for Bronnen's life, "it
would have to read: ‘'Either, and orims Othersiwere less kind, dismissing
Bronnen as a despicable political opportunist.6 Bronnen answered that his
conversions were necessary to effect the final and sincere conversion to
A FIGHTER FOR THE TRANSFORMATION OF THE WORLD IN THE SENSE OF MARX AND
LENIN, AS A SERVANT OF THE WORKING CLASS "7

Bronnen, a bemonocled, intense, angry young man, had been first thrust

into the'public eye with the 1922 premiere of his drama of father-son conflict,



Vatermord ("Parricide"), a brutal work steeped in excessive violence and
perverse soxuality. Until 1926, six additional dramas and two novellas wero
publishcd.8 Ostpolzug, completed by Spring of 1925, marked the end of tho
playwright‘s first artistic period. ' -

The monodramatic form of Ostpolzug was a result of Bronnen's reflections
upon the term “Epic Theatre,'' Bertolt Brecht, an early friend of Bronnen's
and the most well-known thcoretician of the epic idea, was oxperimenting
with a variety of dramatic and theatrical techniques in the mid-1920's; it
was to be some years before he began to formulate and record a definite
approach.9 But by 1922, critics had seen in Bronnen's dramas the examples of
a new kind of theatre, an "Epic Theatre."10 Bronnen was confused by tho 3 
term; he writes

what did this catchword imply? It implied a drama, that stretches

out boyond the theatre and the forms it dictates; it implied bredth,

it implied the inclusion of all time, it implied [new] content, '

Epic theatre therefore wanted to move from characterization, from

theatrical dynamics, from formal dialectics, to narrated events,

« + o true epic knows but one commentator, Therefore the true

opic drama must know but one dramatic person. 1
This "one dramatic person" became the drama's one dramat'c character* yet this
single character has a dual existence, past and present.

Prior to completing the drlma, Bronnen was sunk into ‘deep depression.

His self-pioclained "spiritual anarchy" and "cynical possimism" were fostered ;

‘ by a variety of personal conflicts and by the tense national situation. By

“i»7i7;his own account he‘found a private solution "in the obligatiofrfoﬁ total.




g dialectic portrait of the man of today, a portion of the eternal dialogue,
which the present conducts with the past."lz‘ As a result, Ostpolzug ls a
drama which offers alternatives of behavior without surrendering a nmoncdramatic
epic structure. To turn to the recalm of metaphore, the drama is llke a coin
revolving on its verticle axis: the obverse depicts the fate of Alexander
the Great; the reverse, that of a modern day Alexander., The steady rotation
causes lines to overlap and blend as the scenes of past and present alternate;
ln the seventh scene, both sides of the spinning coin merge into one image,
one character, bridging thousands of years. Yet, as both sides of the coin
are a unity, both Alexanders are onc, »

A critic concluded that Ostnolzgg_glorlfied “the human will;" it was a
drama infused with a "“conqueror consciousness.3 It is also an affirmation
of the presont, Alexander of Macedon, a cowardly and dependent crown prince,
becomes king upon the murder of his father, His dream is to conquer tho
world of men, and he sects out upon an ultimately self-destructive path of
conquest to the East; he dies, broken and disillusioned in Babylon, ihe
modern day Alexandor, unscrupulous and independent, accepts the challenge of
' Mount Hverest the East Pole in Bronnen's geography.l4 Yet EvereSt is also

a moral pole, the ultimate test of human endurance and strength of wlll.
: In tho final scene, Alexandor stands triunphant on the storm-swept summit'

2 ffThis was the Fast Pole, thls was tho unconquerable Barth,
- Hore, whero,Imstand, religions beneath my‘feet; e




Leopold Jessner accepted the drama for production, and assumed the
direction, It was his second Bronnen premiere, a third was to follow in 1928,
Jessnor's theatre was one of experimentation, of intense symbol and electric
performance, le approached the production with the techniques of the then
coﬁtemporary film, a procedure he attempted cight months earlier for his

production of Bronnen's crotic and nationalistic treatment of the Separatist

movement, Rheinische Rebellen ('"Rebels of the Rhinelancl").16 For Ostpolzug,
after_the houselights were dimmed, JesSner'projected a map on the curtain, |
and with a light, charted the route of the double Alexanders from tho
Hellespont to Lverest. Between étones, to allow time for Kortnev to change
costumo, and the stage hands to change the settings, Jessner projected the
geographic location of the new episode, and the scene title thch Bronhen's
script provided: '"Across the Hellespont," 'The Gordian Knot," and so on,

suggesting the printed titles and portions of dialogue used in the silent

£iim. 17
S ]

A filmic approach was made the more appropriate by the requirements of
Bronnen's text, requirements that strain the capabilities of the stage, _The
, play;;ightkhad WrittCﬂ filn scenarios, one in collaboratien with'Brecht,'and

some‘years earlier had sworn he would dovote himself totally to the film.lsy

aIn stnolzug, the sumnit of hverest, a rope climb over a glacier, tho barge .

aof Alexander the Creat, that glides slowly past tho huge walls of Babylon,f 5




"-ff,‘hAlexander. naving achioved the "T&iumph of Possibility,ﬂ the scene title

the artistic designers worked; their mfticr was the film, R3hrig had :been
artistic co-designor (with Hermann Warm and Walter Reimann) for the eﬁoch-

making Das Kabinett des Dr, Caligari ("The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari," 1919),

Itle then joined with Herlth to Collaborate on Fritz Lang's "stylized fantastic"

Der mude Tod (usually translated as "Destiny,™ 1921), and on F, W, Mirnau's
"uhcannily distorted" Tartuffe (1925), Immediately following their work for
Jessner, the designers returned to film, collaborating on that '"masterpiece
of the supcrnatural,™ Murnau's Faust (1926).19

The principal technique cxploited by the two in film was a heavy use of
Chiaroscuro. For the 1920's, so the film historian Lottc Eisner feels, their
technique "represents a sort of twilight of the German soul, expressing itself
in shadowy, enigmatic interiors, or in misty, insubstantial landScapeS.”20
llerlth and Rghrig transferred their film experience to Jessner's production:
the scenes of Ostpolzug were dimly lit, the imposing set piccos'surrounded by
unfathomable darknéss. Fantastic lighting was used to pierce thé pervading
gloom, The final scene is a case in point: it is night, in the center of
the stage the summit of Mount Everest is barely visible; the mountain stretchos

. down into stormy, impenctrable depths (a,fog machine was uced to mask the

S settingjkkkOccasiOnal‘tiny flashes offlight, caused'by fifeworks 6fkcclebra£iqh__] -

sot off miles below, nysteriOusly highlight the scene and the cmerging

'*which had just been projected on the,curtain, Aloxander launchos a flare




most famous roles of the early 1920's were the title roles in Jessnor's

productions of Frank Wedekind's Marquis von Keith (1920) and Shakespearo's

Richard IIT (1920), the latter production introducing the famous "Jessner-
treppen.'' Powerful both vocally and physically, Kortner based his acting
style upon careful technique, He was to prove "a dark Alexander with
Mephisto eyes."21

Bronnen and Kortner met frequently to discuss the work and the interpretation.
Although the playwright admitted that he understood the drama no better than
Kortner,22 he explained that the two Alexanders were a single dramatic char-
acter, one character "with two souls, that struggle with each bther, dialect~
ically, in the ostablished past, and in the uncertain, deceptive prosent, , , ,"
But Bronnen's explanation "had too few perspectives for Kortner's more
restrained intellect, "3 Instead, Kortner and Jessner decided to split the
role into two distinct personages withuseparato patterns of,behavidr; soparato
patterns of speech and separate costumeé, In a vocal! range that Sttetched | a%;
from "despairing groans to bellowing triumph " and at a tempo that. was "ever |
more vigorous, finaily a storm," Kortner played Alexander the Great with a
'strong, penetrating pathos," and mado the nodern Alaxandor a man of "délibotate

24

sarcasm, laden with irony," The result was to reduce’ tho playwright's

~

) dramatization of that 'eternal dialogue" to mere historical parallolism,'

yot by splitting the role, Kortner s stronuous task of maintaining the :

Y»‘”i;,f,monolopue was nuch simplified.




'smuggled' elcments of dialogue into his monologue.zS The drama begins at the
royal rosidence in Eldus; a shadow falls across the stage, then disappears,
Alexander rushes on: 'lalt! / What are you scarching for in tho palace! /
Someone is prowling around here in the palace, perhaps a spy of my father's?120
In the fourth scene, Alexander of the present is soliciting funds for his
entexprise from four magnates in Kabul, The center of the stage is occupied
by four high-backed chairs that face upstage. 'One cannot determine," so the
stage direction reads, "whether anyone is sitting in them."2? The fifth
scent reveals the tent of the ancient Alexander, The shadows of his guards
fall across the stage and at the left, a stone wall is being built. The
masons are invisible behind the ever growing structure; all that we sce are
blocks being sot into place. The action proper begins with another shadow,
moving ever closer. Alexander is frightened, he hurls a spear offstage, we
hear a scream and see the shadow disappear: the murder of Clitus. Offstage
screams and footsteps, onstage shadows and mysterious movements repeatedly
occur, increasing the tension, and providing Kortner with the external
"stimuli to which he could react, |

‘The use of shadows particularly appoaied to,the,playwright, the director
and his artistié designors. In Jéssner's‘production'of Richdfd III; upon
Richard's lines 'Shino out fair sun, i1 1 have bought 2 glass, / That 1 may r: k

' see my shadow asil pass,ﬂ tho director caused Kortnor's shadow, huge and

”lthmenacing, to be east upon the stago.y,ln the samo nanner, shadow, a primary

¢  stﬁtuent ofithey'esign 5! chiaroscure technique. wasfused» epeatedlyfin




invariably linked by the critical and popular imagination) were the center
of a heated battle., In one corner stood those conservatives clustered around
the sarcastically witty, self-proclaimed "Star!" of Berlin criticism, Alfred

Korr, who was to dismiss Bronnen, Brecht and their dramas as '"RBums without

content. Explosions for their own sake. Emptyness with tempo."28 In the

ofher corner stood thosc younger and more liberal critics headed by Herbert
Ihering, the most important and clear-sighted theatric%l critic of the Weimar
era, As the dramas of Bronnen came to production, the battles in the Berlin
and other major German newspapers and journals became more heated and wide~
reééhing, cventually drawing directors aad producers into the fray. Ostpolzug
was no exception. |

Kerr, fond of comparing Bronnen to the 18th century hack dramatist August
von Kotzebue and the 19th century's llermann Sudermann, dismissed the WOrL as
a "totally shallow, flimsy thing; prototype of ruffled-up emptyness. "29
Julius Bab and H. Bormann objected to the Sudermann-like use of trivial
theatrical tricks and sensationalism.30 kurt Aram called the play and
production a “blown-up dramatic miscarriage,'" and Alfred Klaar, a "wild
deiirium expressionis.f'31 Aﬁong the positive reviews, Ihering wrote tha.
| despite 1nterna1'prob1ems, the play was "magnificent "32 Walther,Steiuthal,E
51milar1y noted weaknesses, but found life in the play. "Since yestérday‘“

“he wrote of the ‘proniere, "I' love this Arnolt Bronnen. .« ."33 "Bronnen £

“"~ffhas finally 1roved himself a wr1ter" was the conclusion of Moritz Loeb, nnd " "'?‘” |

}tax Freyhan*vicwed Ostpol _zp_p as a'f—hishly i“tﬁresti"ﬂ, °"P°“"‘°“t ”‘at °°“1d .

-—-——L
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While their analyses with regard to the play itself generally followed
past loyaities, tho critics were nearly unanimous in their accolades for
Fritz Kortner, who was to take the role on tour throughout Germuny, Beyond
praisc for his endurance and skill in maintaining tﬁe monologue, "One
believed this Leaming voice, one believed these eyes and hands,” so conéluded
Kurt Pinthus,35 Franz Leppmann felt that Kortner had mastered the role ﬁand
its tremendous demands in such a way, that we will not so soon sce his equal."36
Interestingly enough, lhering disagrced, for he felt that Kortner had destrbyed
the rhythm, structure, and hence the meaning of the lines and of the play.
Thering was also vehement in his condemnation of Jessner's filmic accoutrements,
joining with many other critics who were incensed that the venerable State
Theatre had been turned into a movie house.3’ But Ihering did not object
upon the grounds that the sanctity of the State Theatre had been violated,
but rather that the nature of the drama had been destroyed, The true direction
of the monodrama is its language, a principal reason for Bromnen's earlior
successés, But that was not the approach of Kortner, Jessner, or his
designers. . The form and flow of Ostpolrug cannot brook delay: -

Ir cannot bdar scene'Curtains that make noise and interrupt, it~

. cannot bear the minutes-long costume changes of the actor., Why =
~ the title projections before each new scencs . ., 7 Why the care~
‘ful and time killing costuming? 'The play is skotched in sharp
~and firm outline. The performance dissolved that outline and
ronanticized it, Certainly a grandiose achievement of Jossnor

- and his architects, but a false, irritating production that turned
1]‘away;from the character of the play 33 ~ - :



,and whistlos from the rost. 'me clisturbance grew more vigorous., Subs‘equent o




‘tiil'nor}admired‘ 1hey are rather a stimulus. Thoy are abss’bed into
~tho will, A new horoism is'born, .. ¢ This magnificent will to
~'.]'b°3i“',this nconquqro:‘consciousnossq makes Bronnen!s;,0st”olz

i'lt is still*’a beg nniné”
<f t3w~no doubt 19 a triumph 4i

'ifconsciouqness was to prove an ugly abberation'of the racism and imperialis

*‘fof an Alexander the Great.»i_j;';~**“f*
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FOOTNOTFS

1Roussonu's Pypmalion (prcmiored at the Com&lie Frangaise Octoher 30, 1775)

o and Goothe's Proserpina - (I776/77) make usc of a monodramatic technique, but: cach

1Is relatively Eriof, Pypmalion running to but 264 lines and Proserpina to 271,
. Each onds by breaking tLo monolcguo:  Pypmalion oxchangos didlogue with Galatea;,
_the statuc brought to }ifo by divine intorvention, and Proserpina speaks with 8

- - chorus of Munsecen Fates," “Considoring its length; Bronnen's: monodrana appears
~,to bo an uniquo instance, certainl) in tho drama of tho Nost.>f~. : , .

‘The National Bolshevists encompassed a wide range of elitist intql“cctuals
,?(Ernst Niokisch, Hans Zehror, Frnst Jlinger) and their disparate philosophic
VY0ne cannot say with cortainty, whother thoy. belonged .to the right'c to thec_
,eft." so concludes JU:gcn RUhlc in hic Literatur and Revblution‘ 1} s

‘ il , zrefor to;thosc persOns who were 1in opposition:
to the Third Reich but who remained*in Germany,+ Facing the poSsibili C
Ar A ' ic

c'for\tho government{$no qu,
ublishing 1 opel
- enig ration
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TvBronnen Contra Bronncn," p. ,» unpublished autobiographic statement, in
“the author's literary remains, last Berlin, The usc of all capital letters is
~one of the many dopartures from accepted German punctuation which Bronnen
 employcd, In his Tape mit Bertolt Brecht; Geschichte cimor unvollondeten
~_Freundschaft, Verlag Kurt Desch (ttunich, 19607} p. 77, Bronnen noted that in
- tho carly 1920's Brecht adopted his practice of writing withowt punctuution or, -
- at that time, without any capitai lettors. o ;

o sThoso worhs insured Bronnen s inclusion into that abberation of lxpressxonism
- termed "Black Exprossionism" by Ginther RUhle in Theater flir die Republik
~.1917-1933, im Spiegel dor Kritik, S, Fischer Verlag (Franhfurt/ﬂain,‘]ﬁG?)
. pps 24-25,  As Rihle catchrizcd‘them, tho Black Expressionists depiCted “the o
- totel destruction of idealism and tho belief in a now humanity. it was the ;fff% S
. progressive turning to the instincts and' sadism of mankind. [They wrote. =
- dramas] which overflowed with lust and sexuality, with the pathologiral urge
- to murdor and perversion: - a theatre of brutality, infested with the fronzy. of
. sex, with carnal pleasure, and with abomination," In addition to Bronnon,-,
~ leading Black Fxpresqionists were the early Brocht Hans Henny Jahnn, Brnst
'7,}weiss and Hernann FSSig. L % T R SO

ey 9Brecht's first unified statements weiro the notes to Aufstie
ﬁsStadt Mahagonny and to the Dreigrosohenoper, published in T§*0 and
- Tespectively, Brecht called Ost>ol
ol which sought to establish the Fp atro' in G. R hle, p. 678.Aw{-

3

und Fall dorff
1 T,

g loln 1922 Otto Zarek in hunich publishedxscones of Bronnon's sexual comedy'
j'Die EX20550 ("Exccsscs") as an- oxamplo of epic theatre; and in 1924 Jo Lhorman
tormed Bronnen's Anarchie in Sillian (“Anarchy in Sillian,",1924)
of the e¢pic idea, and the Katalaun scho Schlacht ("Catalaun_
u,an~examplo of epic theatre} Zarok in Bronnen, arnolt
~ boitrligo zur geschichte des modornen schriftstd IIer ¥
; 195;'impn“144‘ Thorman, A ndl”’ . 2 —

A ungen. in Frankfurt

Pe 8, unpubl ed:autobiographic statenent,‘in the
S, | St,Berlin, s e
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, ' 17On an Easter walk in 1922, Brecht and Bronnen decided to write a film
togothor, which Brecht called "Die zweite Sintflut' (“The Second Deluge") and
Bronnen, the '""Robinsonade auf Assuncion,'" As tho seript for the silent film

‘was sont to the film company, the plot was as follows: two men and 4 _woman aro

~ stranded on an island which has the totally dosorted city of a super-civilization, i
. Tho city lacks oven the most minute requirements for everyday 1ife and activity;
- for those “"trifling things," Bronnon writes in his autobiography, armelt =
~ bronnon pibt zu protokoll, p. 115, Mlike starting a fire, writing, or moving: .
about, gigantic machillos must bo sot into action. And in this uneasy atmosphoerc,
_the battle of the two men for the woman unfolds," As tho film was produced =
" h6vadr,'undor1the tit1o:Dio'Insol;dor}Tanén'("ThO”Islq‘of-Teﬁtgﬂ);;it,“37w“‘1‘At-
- departed totally from tho original scenario. For Bronnen, tho product wasa =~
‘fx‘"chéhp}flnchrymOse‘Kitsththeatre."'~Both]ho'and Btb§h§fdiSowncdgthe}film. e
- Disillusioncd by his carcor in the theatre, and improssed by the now possi-
- bilities in the film, Bronnen resolved to devote himself totally to tho now =
.~ gonro, To mark the shift, which was to be short 1ived, Bronnen published his |
~"Epitaph" in Der Quoerschnitt, 111, n, 1/2 (May, 1923), pp, 59-60., “Mipitaph" =

, ”.cathQEQOSjthejlimi;a;ionSjgff;hCatrgjandathefopcningfvisths'bffdrédfbyﬁthé}
- film, and contains sontiments worthy of Brechtt "Whoro overything stinks;

'ivth¢a§f0;¢3“1§~§m¢11 $NQQ§1bY;1?$91f-"fi(Pi°$9)cfVis:~ ,

~ 18according to Bronnen in his autobiography, p. 153; Kortner seized
~this scono as the basis of his interpretation, for in the man who must
-~ all his possessions cut of the truck to save himself from floundering
. raging river, Kortner saw a way to incorporate his Interprotatior

- swindling Marquis von Keith, a rolo which made him famous in 192

_ 19The descriptivo torms are from Lotto Hisnor's Tho llaunted §
Expressionism in the Gorman Cinema and the Influence o6f Tax Reinhar:
~frdmithojrronbﬁi(L'Ecran“Dém0ﬁ4qgﬁb)aby ng¢r;G;gavcsﬁ UniversIi

Dpisnor, p. 8, -

_ 2ljugo xubsch, Mhronnen: ‘Ostpolzug!, (Staatlichos Schauspiolhaus),h

 Parnolt bromon gibt m protokoll, p. 183,

~ 3prennen, Bogegnungen mit Schauspiclorn, ed, llarald Kleinsckmidt, Henschele -~ -
‘vorlag Kunst und Gesellschaft (Cast Berlin, 1967), p, 93, The "Twenty Portraits"
of actors and actrossos, principally of tho Woimar poried, was published =

posthumously by Bronnen's on, Horr Kloinschmidt, il e
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34Mor1tz Loeb '"Bronnens 'Ostpolzug' Das Schquspiol mit einom

. s¢hausp1010r im Staatstheater"' Max Froyhan,_"Arnolt Bronnen' 'Ostp012up"
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’llhoring, art I in C. RUhle, pp. 681 68 prq¢r~§i5D5ﬁ5§¢djf7réfzgi



